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Abstract 
The international demand for tertiary education has grown tremendously as enrolment increased from a mere 6.5 
million in 1950 to 88 million in 2000 (Larsen & Vincent-Lancrin, 2002). Boehm et al (2002) predicted that by 2025, 
there will be 7 million students studying overseas compared to 1.4 million in the early 1990s. This research focus on 
identifying the underlying factors influencing the decision of students from China and India to pursue tertiary 
education at Australian institutes of higher education located in Singapore. The study expands the six factor model 
(Mazzarol, 1997) by incorporating variables relevant to Asian context. The research design adopts a mixed method 
approach in a survey of the literature and online survey of students from India and China. The findings include a 
statistical analysis of factors and considerations influencing the decision of these students, the role of education 
services agents in their home country and a discussion on the conceptual framework of the evoked set of factors 
influencing the decision of an international student. The study makes important recommendations to stakeholders in 
higher education sector in Asia-Pacific region. 
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1. Introduction 
International education is a growing export industry for developed countries such as the USA, Canada, UK and 
Australia. An international education program offered by universities includes onshore and offshore programs. 
Onshore programs refer to programs in which students need to study in foreign countries. For this study, we focus 
on offshore programs or programs offered by Australian universities in that students can study in their home 
countries. Based on academic literature, the major factors influencing students to undertake university education 
have been identified as Quality of institutions, quality of courses, reputation in selected fields of study, and potential 
for improved job prospects; geographical proximity; the desire to understand western culture and the lack of 
education opportunity in their home country; student visa procedures, and future prospects for migration after 
graduation; and parental influence (Gatfield and Hyde, 2005; cited in Chung, Holdsworth, Li and Fam, 2009). 
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Further research suggests that education agents, quality of education, and safety and security are key factors 
influencing the international students’ choice of university education. Lam, Ariffin & Ahmad (2011) highlighted 
that the higher value perception of an international education and affordable education universities based in 
Australia, Malaysia, China and Singapore intensifies competition for international students enrollment, this suggests 
that educational institutions need to enhance its competitive edge to attract higher enrollment.  
 
The international demand for tertiary education has grown tremendously as enrolment increased from a mere 6.5 
million in 1950 to 88 million in 2000. Larsen & Vincent-Lancrin (2002) noted that the international trade in 
education services generated US$30 billion revenues in 1999. Boehm et al (2002) predicted that by 2025, there will 
be 7 million students studying overseas compared to 1.4 million in the early 1990s. Kameoka (1996) found that 
governments and institutions have internationalized the curriculum and enhanced accessibility for international 
students (Kameoka, 1996; Larsen & Vincent-Lancrin, 2002; Boehm et al., 2002; cited in Mazzarol and Soutar, 
2008). The education services sector in Australia generated US$11 billion annually to the economy and it has 
become the third largest exporter in 2007. The education sectors contributed US$13.5 billion to the US economy 
and US$20 billion to the UK economy. Other researchers found that the governments of Malaysia, China, and Japan 
are also aggressively recruiting international students from overseas (Cheung et al, 2011).  
 
This research study focuses on students from India and People’s Republic of China pursuing degree programs 
offered by the Australian universities can be attributed to four factors. Firstly, the top five inbound tourist arrivals to 
Singapore are Indonesia, China, Malaysia, Australia and India (STB). Secondly, the global demand for international 
higher education from 1.8 million customers to 7.2 million by 2025, with Asia, particularly China and India, 
representing 70 per cent of this enormous growth (Bohm et al., cited in Prugsamatz, Pentecost and Ofstad, 2006). 
Thirdly, China and India are the leading two source countries for total grants 2009-2010 (AGDIC). Fourthly, 
students from China, Hong Kong and South Korea made up 75% and they are the main source of international 
students for Australia (AGPRIS 2003, cited in Prugsamatz, et al, 2006). Our study on understanding the key factors 
influencing the international students from India and China drew a total of 240 respondents, of which Indian 
students contributed 123 respondents (51.3%) and the Chinese students made up the other 117 respondents (48.8%). 
2. Methodology 
The qualitative study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) employed a constructivist research paradigm to understand why 
Indian and Chinese international students chose to study at an Australian campus in Singapore (Anderson & Bhati, 
2012).  A focus group interview and two surveys were used. Wells, Hirshberg, Lipton and Oakes argue that a 
constructivist research paradigm supports a more “tentative, inductive, and interpretive form of data collection and 
analysis” (2000, p. 332). The findings of the focus group assisted in the construction of two surveys, one of Indian 
students studying at Australian institutes of higher education in Singapore and another of Chinese students studying 
at the same institutions. The two surveys examined the views and profiles of Indian and Chinese students studying 
in Singapore. The surveys examined the role of Education Agents in India and China as perceived by the students 
aspiring to study overseas. The surveys were offered online using SurveyMonkey to every fifth Indian and Chinese 
international students listed as studying at Australian universities in Singapore.  
 
This process of systematic selection was designed to replicate the international Indian and Chinese student 
population studying at Australian institutions in Singapore. The link to the online survey was mailed to Singapore 
based administrative staff of Australian institutes of higher learning offering courses in Singapore. The staff at these 
institutions collated a list of Indian and Chinese international students at their institution and sent the survey link to a 
randomly selected student sample. The survey included both closed-end and open-ended questions. Respondents 
were also required to rate several items on a Likert scale. The questions were split in three main categories seeking 
information on respondents’ demographic characteristics, reasons that affect their choice of study destination and 
the role of education service agents in India. A total of 244 responses were received from Indian international 
students and 123 responses from Chinese international students in Singapore, representing a 40% and 36% response 
rate of Indian and Chinese students respectively. The findings of the focus group interview and surveys are 
presented in next section. 
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3. Findings 
3.1. Factors influencing choice of study destination 
 
Building on Mazarrol’s factors and with reference to Figure 1, based on a conducted survey, the researchers 
isolated factors where a student’s decision to embark on higher education at an Australian Institution in Singapore 
are dependent on. The scope of this survey is to highlight relevant factors that are within the context of the host 
country, namely; Singapore i.e. in the South and East Asian context. As in the Mazarrol’s model the survey results 
highlight push-pull indicators that has a role to play in a student’s ultimate decision in his or her decision in 
choosing an Australian Institution domiciled in Singapore as a choice host destination versus studying in Australia.         
The study introduces additional factors such as ‘innovative education products’, ‘multicultural experience’, 
‘prospects for permanent job placements’, ‘migration possibilities’, ‘student’s perception’ and ‘cultural 
assimilation’. These factors are considered as influential in the decision making process of at least 33% of the 
respondents. 
    The survey findings illustrate that both Indian and Chinese students were more inclined in embarking on higher 
education outside India and China for the ‘international exposure’ that came along with a foreign education. Indian 
students ranked this at 68.3% whereas Chinese students ranked this aspect at 60.7%. ‘Quality of education’ came in 
second in importance with rankings of 50.8% and 57.1% of Indian and Chinese students respectively. Indian 
students were interested in future employability with 58.3% citing this as crucial as compared to 42.9% of Chinese 
students. Singapore having a multicultural atmosphere came in fourth for Indian students and third for Chinese 
students. The least important factor was ‘applied teaching methods.’ 
    Given a choice of pursuing an education in Australia rather that Singapore it was evident that factors needed to be 
classified under this to ascertain in actual fact why students were motivated to study in Singapore as compared to 
Australia. In this question we learnt that safety and security issues reigned in supreme with Indian students 
translating this factor statistically to 72.5% as a determining factor in their decision to study in Singapore at an 
Australian Institution. It was observed that the violent attacks on Indian students studying in Australia triggered 
wide coverage and prompted students and agents in India t source for alternative study destinations, this resulted in a 
46% decline in overseas visa applications between Jul-Oct 2009 compared to the same period in 2008 (Bhati & 
Andersen, 2012). Chinese students on the other hand placed a higher ranking on geographical proximity with 63.5% 
opting for Singapore because it is closer to China. Physical distance came in second with Indian students. ‘Cost of 
living’, being lower in Singapore as compared to Australia came in a strong third. Chinese students were also more 
incline to choose Singapore as they found cultural assimilation as being an important facet, whereas Indian students 
ranked this low. The least important factor was that of ‘government policies in attracting talent entrepreneurism’. 
    The survey went on further to determine reasons as to why an Australian university was selected, a high number 
of respondents opted for Australian Institutions for its fast track courses followed by having a personal preference 
for an Australian education. Relevance of studies in terms of principles taught in home country as compared to an 
Australian institution ranked the lowest. 
 
3.2. Role of education agents 
 
The survey also encompass the role of educational agents and seemed worthy of a mention here as indicated by 
our survey, it does have a major role in influencing Chinese students. In the survey majority of Chinese and Indian 
students consulted educational agents present in their home countries. About 84.9% of Indian students were tapping 
on agents to gather information pertaining to visa requirements and were also concerned about duration of the 
program. 83.6% of Chinese students on the other hand were more keen in attaining information about the university 
itself, courses, subjects on offer. 75.3% of Chinese studentrs were concerned about the cost of living. Ironically 
84.9% of Chinese students found educational agents as being crucial in influencing their decision to study in 
Singapore whereas 73% of Indian students did not base their decision on educational agents after using them. 
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3.3. Student profile characteristics 
Students from South and West India made up a total of 69.5% whereas North and East Indian students were 
approximately 30%. In contrast majority of Chinese students hailed from the Eastern portion of China, 48.3%. There 
were also more female Chinese students at 65.2% as compared to India female students at 34.2%. Indian males were 
at 65.8% a sharp contrast to Chinese males at only 34.8%.  In terms of age, majority of students that were under 20 
years of age were from China, this was at 48.3%. The next popular age range amongst Chinese students was 
between 21 and 25 years of age. This made up around 46.1%. On the other hand Indian students amounted to 59.7% 
of them being between the ages of 21-25 years of age. This may also be attributable to the fact that majority of 
Indian students were enrolled in the MBA course at 83.1% whereas Chinese students made up 21.6% of the MBA 
cohort. More Chinese students were pursuing a Bachelor’s programme, comprising 76.1% as compared to only 
12.2% of Indian students in their undergraduate studies. Business courses were the favorites amongst both 
nationalities of students, 87% being Indian students versus 72.3% of Chinese students embarking on business 
courses. The next most popular course with Indians was Information Technology coming in at 7.5%. Chinese 
students were geared towards hospitality and tourism courses attributing around 21.7% towards student enrollments. 
4. Conclusion 
The study has identified the critical ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors influencing international students from India and 
China when assessing destination choice of destination including the role of education agents. As nations progress 
economically, particularly the rising powers of India and China as parents are able and more willing to send their 
children to pursue world-class education overseas and become business leaders, it is important that education 
institutions are aware and able to provide quality degree programs in the host country. Singapore, is facing intense 
competition from Malaysia and Japan, aims to develop itself as an education hub and to boost tourism arrivals. 
Hence, education institutions based in Singapore should consider and include the critical factors in developing 
customized marketing strategies in promoting degree programs effectively to international students, particularly 
from India and China. 
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